Though that cannot be attempted here, we will focus on one especially important moment in the battle over the nature of work -the coal miners' strikes in West Virginia from 1949 to 1951, the rst wildcat strikes against automation in US history. The reason for focusing on these strikes in this essay is that they help illuminate how revolutionary-Marxist currents which aim to comprehend and connect to spontaneous mass struggles are challenged by new forms of proletarian subjectivity.
I. Coal miners and the US labour movement in the 1940s
Coal miners have long been known as the 'shock troops' of the US labour movement. In the 1940s, their reputation was further enhanced when half-amillion went on strike in the midst of World War II in open de ance of the 'no strike pledge' supported by virtually every US labour leader. Remarkable as were the actions of the miners in 1943, it was by no means exceptional.
Over two million US workers were involved in strikes in 1943. The middle and late 1940s marked one of the most militant periods in American labour history. As one participant in the labour movement at the time put it, Labor unrest . . . was a great public concern in the US in the nal months of the Second World War. All three major labor centers -the AFL, the CIO, and the railroad brotherhoods -participated in a record number of strikes.
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The number of strikes by US workers further increased with the end of World War II. In November 1945, the United Auto Workers (UAW) went on strike for 113 days against General Motors. By January 1946, industry-wide strikes had spread to the meatpacking, electrical, and steel industries. In February
